is, however, difficult to develop a broader shared definition and strategies to evaluate successful implementation of programs to achieve viability across multiple organizations. This paper explores how one county in Washington state organized a multistakeholder engagement process, employing the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Agricultural and Marketing Service (AMS) Toolkit (Thilmany McFadden et al., 2016) to define and measure agricultural viability. The process included collaborative design and implementation of an agricultural viability survey in San Juan County, Washington. We frame our reflective piece within
Introduction
Agriculture underlies the rural economy of San Juan County (SJC), Washington. Over the last 35 years, the number of farms and farmers, as well as farm revenue, has steadily increased in part due to a thriving tourist economy from surrounding urban centers and beyond. Despite this rise, local agricultural products account for only 2% of the total food market (San Juan County Food Hub Project Team, 2016) . Additionally, growth in local agricultural production continues to face a number of challenges, including geographic isolation, high production costs, lack of available infrastructure and access to reliable markets, seasonal drought, and an aging farmer population (San Juan County Voluntary Stewardship Program, 2018) . These challenges prompt many to worry about the continued viability of agriculture in SJC. Narrowly defined, agricultural viability is the ability of a farmer or a group of farmers to maintain an economically viable farm business. Yet many feel this definition does not go far enough to reflect the complex set of conditions and attributes associated with a thriving agricultural community.
Organizations involved in agricultural viability programs have different missions and capacities, which influence their approach to defining and measuring agricultural viability. Figuring out how these new programs fit into existing programs and do not compete for limited resources or create programmatic redundancies is a real challenge. Using an example from Washington State, we present how a group of stakeholder organizations covering the entire food system supply chain, from land access to food sales, came together to create a shared definition of viability. Together the group was also able to develop metrics to evaluate the successful implementation of individual programs as well as the collective impact of its work at the county scale. The organizations used the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Marketing Service (USDA AMS) Toolkit (Toolkit) (Thilmany McFadden, 2016) to frame this process. The Toolkit was created to guide and enhance the capacity of local organizations to make more deliberate and credible measurements of local and small-scale economic activity and other benefits. It is made up of seven modules. The first set of modules guides early stages of framing local food assessments, including collecting and analyzing relevant primary and secondary data. The process in SJC utilizes this first set of modules.
While SJC is unique with regard to its geography and history, the process outlined below will be familiar to any community with a growing number of organizations-both traditional and nontraditional-looking to address challenges associated with their regional food system. Coordinating efforts can be exceedingly difficult, but can have three major benefits: (1) improved collaboration, (2) enhanced resource investments, and (3) critical alignment to reduce organizational inefficiencies (Jablonski, Angelo, Fox, Christensen, & Thilmany McFadden, in press) .
It is important to note this community-led discussion regarding the appropriate definition of agricultural viability and the development of realistic measurable metrics is eerily similar to efforts to define and measure sustainability with regard to food systems (Hansen, 1996; Kloppenburg, Lezberg, De Master, Stevenson, & Hendrickson, 2000) . Illustrating this point, it is hard to distinguish between sustainability and agricultural viability, as defined by the Washington State Conversation Commission. This definition of agricultural viability is the ability of a farmer or group of farmers to:
• Productively farm on a given piece of land or in a specific area, • Maintain an economically viable farm business, • Keep the land in agriculture long-term, and • Steward the land so it will remain productive in the future.
While the similarities between viability and sustainability are not central to this paper, future thought should be directed toward understanding this shift and critically reflecting on the theoretical and applied implications, if any.
What follows is a literature review in which we explore the origins of the concept of agricultural viability and efforts to measure it. We then briefly review the literature on multi-organization collaborative efforts to define key food systems concepts and activities. We then describe the geographic context and the particular process that occurred in SJC, discussing the implications of a collaborative effort to conceptualize and measure agricultural viability. Here it is important to note that multistakeholder food system initiatives are often messy and do not follow a linear temporal path. We have done our best to organize the process section in a logical fashion and we have also provided a visual timeline to help navigate. We conclude with the opportunities and challenges of using the Toolkit to frame these types of efforts.
Literature Review
Agricultural viability is a key term in conversations across the globe about the survival of farms. It is often used in relation to individual producers, groups of producers, and assessments of programmatic success. Viability often connotes ideals of "success" and sustainability," yet in the academic literature and policy setting, viability is often narrowly focused on farm productivity and economic returns (Adelaja, Sullivan, & Lake, 2005; Barnes, Hansson, Manevska-Tasevska, Shrestha, & Thomson, 2015; Bauman, Thilmany, & Jablonski, 2017; Cocciarelli, Smalley, & Hamm, 2011; Duane, 2010; Robertson et al., 2008) . As such, authors tend to fail to adequately justify, or explain the justification for, selecting their definition. Few if any discuss the relevancy of their selected definition and metrics to the communities of concern. Despite this narrow focus, a standard measure of farm viability is still lacking (Savickiene, Miceikiene, & Jurgelaitiene, 2015) . Ireland, however, has been collecting data on the economic situation of Irish farms since 1996, using the Frawley and Commins' (1996) metric of farm viability, which is assessed as the ability of a farm business to remunerate family labor at the minimum agricultural wage and provide a 5% return on the capital invested in nonland assets. But this approach has not been widely adopted.
Measuring viability in terms of income, Smale, Saupe, and Salant (1986) and Salant, Smale, and Saupe (1986) studied viability of farms in Wisconsin, Mississippi, and Tennessee. They created a metric based on the ratio of farm and off-farm household income to consumption expenses, capital replacement costs, and principal payments. The authors theorized that farm households with a ratio of at least 1.0 can maintain their current business, while those with less than 1.0 cannot meet their financial obligations. The farm may survive in the short term by utilizing credit or savings, but the farm is not expected to be viable in the long run. While their methodology is relatively comprehensive because it reflects the surge in diversified onfarm activities and other income streams, the study encountered difficulty due to the absence of data on calculations of interest and debt ratios (O'Donoghue, 2017) . Brown, Goetz, and Fleming (2012) tested whether farm income diversification impacts farm viability, which they define as the change in the number of farms at the county level. In their analysis, the authors found that the impacts of farm income diversification are not always positive. Measuring agriculture viability is further complicated by yearly variations and external forces, including environmental and biological ones (e.g., droughts, floods, pest pressures, etc.).
Despite being the most discussed component of viability in the literature, Scott (2003) found differing opinions of what economic viability looked like. In her study of farm viability in Nova Scotia, Canada, Scott (2003) interviewed over 100 people tied to agriculture about their definition of viability. Their responses fell into four categories. The first category was economic viability and included income, debt, economic efficiency, farm income support programs, and fair farm pricing. The issue of fair price generated the most discussion and was the most universally agreed upon. As for the other three categories, interviewees noted the importance of ecological viability, the ability of the land and animals to sustain a productive farming operation; of human capital, the ability of the farmer, their family and employees to continue farming; and finally the importance of social capital, the ability of farmers and their community to work and live together. Further, the way in which the term "agricultural viability" is framed influences how interest groups measure viability and use the findings to contest wider politics of agriculture in a region (Cousins & Scoones, 2010) .
The causes of the decline in family farmers have been discussed at great lengths in the literature (Goldschmidt, 1947; Oberholtzer, Clancy, & Esseks, 2010) . In fact, advocacy groups have been seeking to address the many challenges facing agriculture in the United States for over a half century, but over the last decade there has been a groundswell of interest in food and agriculture. Coupled with this general interest is growing concern regarding the continued survival of agriculture in the United States. Between 1992 and 2012, the U.S. lost nearly 31 million acres (12.5 million hectares) of land (Sorensen, Freedgood, Dempsey, & Theobald, 2018) . Farmlands closest to urban centers face the greatest threat of development, despite providing important ecosystem and cultural services to urban residents (Brinkley, 2018) . While SJC may be separate from the major urban centers of Vancouver and Seattle by bodies of water, the county is still impacted by urban growth because of its popularity as a vacation and second-home destination for urban residents. Population growth and mobility have led to intense demand for agricultural lands on the urban edge. In addition to the physical pressures, these urbanadjacent farmlands face additional challenges, including conflicts with non-farm neighbors over odor and noise; vandalism; local planning zoning laws that curtail agriculture and agriculture-related activities; and limited access to agriculture-related suppliers, capital, and services (Inwood & Sharp, 2012) . Lapping and FitzSimons (1982) argue that any policy or programmatic efforts to retain or preserve farmland must focus on improving the economic viability of agriculture. To this end, urban-adjacent farmlands often have the greatest economic potential because of their location on some of the nation's most productive soils (American Farmland Trust, n.d.) . Additionally, their proximity to markets (Brown & Miller, 2008; Low & Vogel, 2011 ) allows them to specialize in specialty crops, which often demand higher prices than commodity crops. Increasingly a wider array of nonprofit organizations, planning agencies, and government agencies in North America are developing and implementing policies and programs with the goal of improving the viability of agriculture (Clark, Inwood, & Jackson-Smith, 2016) . These programs are often in addition to already existing resources provided by traditional agricultural groups in the U.S. such as the Farm Bureau, the USDA, and the land-grant university system with its network of Cooperative Extension agents to support farmers. Some nontraditional programs emerged in response to a general critique of the role of the more traditional organizations in increasing the intensification, concentration, capitalization, corporatization, and globalization of agriculture (Marshall, 2000) .
These nontraditional viability programs and policies go beyond those established to preserve and protect farmland, like conservation easements, use-value property taxation of farmland, lowdensity agricultural zoning, urban growth boundaries, right-to-farm laws, agricultural districts, and a governor's executive order to direct state infrastructure projects away from farmland. At its core, agriculture viability programs assert that changes at the farm level can lead to enhanced farm profitability and, as a result, to the preservation of farmlands. Farm viability programs often provide technical assistance-and in some cases, grants or access to land-to improve the profitability of farms. Farm viability programs have been implemented in Connecticut, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, Rhode Island, Pennsylvania, and Vermont (Farmland Information Center, n.d.).
As more organizations become involved in the discussions around the viability of agriculture, it is important to consider how these different types of organizations can work together. Fortunately, there are numerous academic articles describing the process of multiple organizations or researchers coming together around a shared understanding of regional food systems (Aiking & de Boer, 2004; Eriksen, 2013; Jablonski et al., in press; Kloppenberg et al., 2000; Koliba et al., 2017) . These studies have shown numerous benefits that result from coordinating multi-organization efforts, including improved collaboration, enhanced resource investments, and critical alignment to reduce organizational inefficiencies (Jablonski et al., forthcoming) . Yet a general trend across these different examples is the uniqueness of the processes implemented in each community. Hayati, Ranjbar, and Karami (2010) suggest that this type of multi-organizational effort requires a process and identification of metrics that need to be specific to the location and constructed within the socioeconomic context and ecological situation. While the community-level customization has many benefits, some communities may be overwhelmed at the prospect of developing their own unique process.
Given the nascent nature of many of these multi-organizational collaborative efforts and the uniqueness of the processes implemented in each community, there continue to be relatively few efforts guided by a standardized approach. As a result, the USDA convened a team of regional economic and food system specialists to develop the Toolkit, with the goal of guiding and enhancing the capacity of local organizations to make more deliberate and credible measurements of local and regional economic activity and ancillary benefits (Thilmany McFadden et al., 2016) . Other authors have shown how the Toolkit can be used to conduct an economic impact assessment (Becot et al., 2018; Christensen, Jablonski, Stephens, & Joshi, in press; Conner, Becot, & Imrie, 2017) . Instead of focusing on the implementation of a full economic impact assessment, this is the first paper to focus on how the first four modules of the Toolkit can be used to facilitate multi-organization collaboration during the earlier stages of food system discussion.
In the following sections we will discuss how the members of the VSP Work Group, a multiorganization collaboration, worked together to identify a shared definition of agriculture viability and metrics using the USDA Toolkit to facilitate the process.
The Context and Process
A ferry-served archipelago in the far northwest corner of the state, SJC is 174 square miles (451 square km) and is the smallest county in Washington by land area and fourth smallest by total area (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010) . While the county is centrally located between Seattle, Washington, and Vancouver, Canada, it is the only county in the state without a state highway (Figure 1 ). SJC holds a unique, island-based tradition of small-scale farming that originated in the homestead culture of the late 1800s.
To maintain and support the agricultural heritage of the county, the SJC county commissioners created the Agricultural Resource Committee of San Juan County (ARC) in 2005 (Figure 2 ). The mission of the ARC is to protect and restore agricultural resources in SJC (San Juan County, 2005) . The ARC is composed of farmers and representatives from many organizations working to support agriculture in SJC. The ARC seeks to achieve its mission by advising SJC Council on relevant agricultural issues; identifying emerging opportunities; informing and educating elected officials and local citizens about the importance of agriculture; promoting programs, initiatives, and policies that strengthen and expand the agricultural economy; and effectively advocating on behalf of local farmers.
In 2011, the steering committee for SJC Agricultural Strategic Action Plan with representation from the Agricultural Resources Committee (ARC) of SJC, the SJC Land Bank, the San Juan Preservation Trust, Washington State University Extension, and Mulno Cove Creations, prepared an agricultural strategic action plan for the county. The plan identified key goals and strategies to prioritize the preservation of farmland and to generally strengthen agriculture in SJC. The report concluded, "As a result of this strategic planning process, it is clear that success in protecting farmland will ultimately be defined not only by the amount of farmland conserved, but also by the productive, profitable, and sustainable use of that farmland by local farmers, thereby contributing to a strong, diversified economy that benefits farmers and their community, while also building a viable and resilient local food system" (Bill, Clark, Hover, Jagel, & Pratt, 2011, p. 10) .
Building off a number of key priorities identified in the agricultural strategic action plan and a community needs assessment by the Community Foundation of the San Juan Islands (2015), the San Juan Islands Agricultural Guild, applied for and was awarded a USDA Local Food Promotion Program (LFPP) grant in 2015. Working in collaboration with the ARC, the Orcas Food Co-op, Northwest Agriculture Business Center, and Washington State University (WSU) Extension, the San Juan Islands Agricultural Guild intended to use the grant to assess the feasibility of establishing a food hub to coordinate the sales and distribution of food produced in San Juan County. The goals of the project were to increase food security, diversify and strengthen the local food economy, and promote access to healthy and sustainably produced foods.
As part of the feasibility study, the project team surveyed 80 San Juan County stakeholders, including 37 farmers, 28 food purveyors, five food manufacturers, four local distributors, four nonprofit organizations, and two public institutions. The purpose of the survey was to assess interest and willingness to utilize a food hub; it included questions about sales and market channels. In all, the survey results clearly showed SJC farmers' need for support in accessing new markets. As a result of the study, in addition to other work in the community, stakeholders wanted to conduct an assessment of the economic impact of agriculture in the county. They believed that understanding and effectively communicating the economic impact of local agriculture could play an important role in securing additional support for agriculture and affecting future policy decisions in the county.
In early 2016, the ARC convened an Agricultural Organizations Retreat with participation from 16 organizations in SJC. Goals of the retreat included identifying short-and long-term priority issues and projects, aligning efforts and resources to reduce redundancies, and increasing collaboration and resource-sharing to work toward common goals. Participating organizations were asked to fill out a questionnaire prior to the retreat to describe their mission as it relates to agriculture (Table 1) .
While work continued at the county level, there were efforts at the state level to address tensions between agricultural and environmental groups. In 2007, the Washington State Legislature charged the Ruckelshaus Center-a joint effort of Washington State University and the University of Washington established to foster collaborative public policy in the state of Washington and the Pacific Northwest-to examine the tension between maintaining viable agriculture and protecting Critical Aquifer Recharge Areas (CARA), as defined by the state's Growth Management Act (GMA), which includes wetlands, fish and wildlife habitat conservation areas, geologically hazardous areas, critical aquifer recharged areas, and frequently flooded areas (San Juan County VSP, 2018). The GMA was passed in 1990 and 1991, and requires all counties to establish ordinances to protect critical areas. After the GMA became law, several counties exempted agriculture from their critical area ordinances, but legal challenges from environmental groups in the early 2000s ended the exemption.
The result of the Ruckelshaus Center report was the Voluntary Stewardship Program (VSP), enacted by the state legislature in 2011. The goal of the VSP is to provide an alternative approach for counties to address growth management requirements for agricultural activities. The program uses a watershed-based, collaborative stewardship planning process, relying on incentive-based practices that protect critical areas, promote viable agriculture, and encourage cooperation among diverse San Juan Island Transport Service To link farmers and producers to markets with transport of goods.
San Juan Islands Agricultural Guild
To foster a vibrant, resilient and sustainable local agriculture and food system in San Juan County.
Northwest Agriculture Business Center To support the economic sustainability of farms in Northwest Washington.
Orcasong Farm
To promote regenerative land stewardship, holistic community development, environmental advocacy, & ecological awareness through education, demonstration, mindful leadership development, and the incubation of ecologically responsible commercial enterprises.
SJC Food Hub
To coordinate sales and distribution of local food in SJC.
Thrive San Juan Islands/Thriving Salish Sea
To amplify the efforts of Thriving Communities initiatives (food, shelter, economy, healthcare, water, etc.) for greater engagement and learning from/about/with one another. Leadership and organizational resources, potential for collaborative funding and community-of-practice development are beneficial to serving the whole system.
SJC Agricultural Resources Committee
To restore and protect agriculture in SJC.
San Juan Islands Conservation District
To work with land managers to develop and implement sustainable land-use practices that protect and conserve SJC's soil, water, and natural resources for farming, forestry, and wildlife.
San Juan Islands Visitors Bureau
To support a sustainable food & farms community through promoting events and businesses to travelers who love the San Juan Islands and are looking for local culinary travel experiences that support local farmers, restaurants and artisan food producers.
Washington State University Extension
To provide practical research-based information to the public.
SJC Land Bank
To preserve agricultural land in SJC.
Farmers Collaborative
To increase communication between all Island farmers, create a network of support and information sharing, and create a more singular voice to advocate for our needs.
Orcas Food Cooperative
The Orcas Food Co-op exists so that owners, customers, food producers and the Orcas Island Community will have: 1. Equitable and affordable access to high quality, local and organic foods that support diverse nutritional needs. 2. A sustainable local food system with strong regional connections. As a cooperative, we also operate according to the cooperative principles, which include cooperation among cooperatives and working for the sustainable development of our community.
SJC Economic Development Council
To strengthen and diversify the economy of SJC. We believe a strong economy builds a strong community. The EDC works to build an environment that helps business owners create jobs. We serve business: linking organizations and resources, providing valuable information, rendering assistance and advocating for an improved island business environment.
Lopez Community Land Trust
To provide permanently affordable access to land for such purposes as quality housing, sustainable agriculture and forestry, cottage industries and cooperatives by forever removing the land from the speculative market. Develop and exercise responsible and ecological practices, which preserve, protect and enhance the land's natural attributes. Serve as a model in land stewardship and community development by providing information, resources and expertise. (Washington State Conservation Commission, 2016a ). This first definition was quite narrow and simply defined viability as a farm's ability to meet its financial obligations. By November 2016, this definition for agricultural viability was vastly expanded to include the spatial, economic, temporal, and environmental components presented in the literature review (Washington State Conservation Commission, 2016b). The expanded definition was adopted by the Washington State Department of Agriculture, the Washington State Conservation Commission, and Washington State Farm Bureau. These same agencies stressed that the definition was meant to be a starting point and that the statute did not include specific language defining viability. Countyspecific work groups would be expected to agree upon their own definition and would be responsible for demonstrating how they would maintain and enhance agricultural viability, as they defined it, 10 years after adoption of the statute.
As funding to support the VSP became available, the county established the Watershed Work Group in December 2015 to develop an action plan. The work group included representation from seven organizations that also participated in the ARC Agricultural Organization Retreat (whose names are in boldface in Table 1 ). The retreat provided a valuable foundation for collaborative efforts moving forward. In addition to the seven organizations that attended the retreat, the SJC Council appointed representatives from 11 farms, one resource management organization, three county departments, one environmental organization, and three tribes to the work group (San Juan County VSP, 2018).
The work group was charged with developing a ten-year work plan specifying the purpose, goals, and measurable objectives for enhancing agricultural viability while protecting critical areas in SJC. Between January 2016 and October 2017, the group met 12 times as a whole. In addition, two subcommittees were established to discuss and work out the details of the critical areas and agricultural viability components of the plan. The work plan focused on establishing a baseline and monitoring approach to conserve critical landscapes and to maintain and improve the long-term viability of agriculture. Under the VSP, agricultural producers can voluntarily develop an individual stewardship plan. There is no penalty for producers who choose not to participate. The VSP is incentivebased and does not restrict new or existing agricultural activities. The San Juan Islands Conservation District (SJICD) was designated as the technical assistance provider to the VSP and is responsible for the VSP monitoring and reporting at the watershed scale.
In 2016, one of the work group participants and the co-author of this paper reached out to one of the team members that helped to develop the USDA Toolkit. The co-author was seeking assistance in guiding and enhancing the capacity of the work group to make more deliberate and credible measurements of viable agriculture in SJC. Together they organized a training for the VSP Work Group Agricultural Viability Subcommittee (Subcommittee) on March 10, 2017, in Friday Harbor, Washington. There were 15 attendees. The training reviewed the first four modules of the Toolkit: (1) framing your community economic assessment process, (2) using secondary data sources, (3) generating and using primary data, and (4) engaging your community process with data.
Framing the Community Assessment Process: Defining the Parameters
As a first step, in line with the first module in the USDA Toolkit, the SJICD proposed a logic model to help frame the community process and define the parameters of the VSP. The logic model included two strategic goals of the VSP (maintain and improve the viability of agriculture, and protect and enhance critical areas) and highlighted the relationship between them. The logic model included potential objectives, benchmarks, and metrics (Figure 3) .
The SJICD sent the draft model out to the work group and solicited feedback. Some of the feedback was incorporated into the model, which was captured in red. The logic model was a starting point from which in-depth conversations continued to occur. Work group members struggled with three major challenges between 2016 and 2017:
(1) assembling the right team, (2) defining agricultural viability, and (3) delineating the boundaries of the project. The results of this process are presented in the SJC VSP Work Plan (SJC VSP, 2018).
The first challenge confronted by the work group was making sure the right people were around the table. As one working group member noted, "The Conservation District is the logical primary technical assistance provider for VSP goal number two [Protect and Enhance Critical Areas in Areas with Ag Activities]. VSP goal number one [Maintain and Improve Long-term Viability of Agriculture], however, extends beyond resource protection and includes objectives related to agricultural production, infrastructure, and economics. It would be logical to involve agencies that specialize in research and providing technical assistance on such topics, for example, WSU Extension, the SJC Economic Development Council, and the SJC Agricultural Resources Committee. I also believe that the VSP could become a more collaborative, holistic effort involving teams of specialists and mentors who work with farmers collaboratively" (Comment 43 from SJICD, 2016b). This quotation summarizes the need to assemble a solid leadership team for the study that incorporates a broad range of skill sets, expertise, and perspectives (Thilmany McFadden, 2016) . All the organizations noted in the quotation were eventually asked to take part in the VSP process to some degree.
The second challenge was coming up with a shared understanding of agricultural viability. As one member of the work group put it, "Interestingly, there are some stark differences in how some of us on the Subcommittee interpret what exactly it is that we are supposed to be doing with VSP and Ag Viability." This member then went on to explain the role of the Toolkit in bringing the group together around a shared understanding of agricultural viability. The Toolkit includes questions to help team members clarify definitions and data needs for establishing the relationship between the project objectives and economic and non-economic objectives. One of the central challenges the work group faced was whether to focus exclusively on the more quantifiable economic metrics of viability or to also include the often intangible social viability of agriculture, like those noted by Scott (2003) in Nova Scotia. The work group concluded that agricultural viability includes:
• Economic Prosperity: Support a thriving and viable local farm economy that increases profitability of local farmers.
• Farm Retention and Expansion: Maintain and increase the number of acres and/or farms in long-term commercial agricultural production by making farmland available and increasing the capacity of farmers.
• Farm Stewardship and Sustainability: Maintain and increase healthy agricultural natural resource systems that are adaptable to climate change.
• Supportive Regulatory Environment:
Establish a supportive regulatory environment.
• Agricultural Ethic: Increase the social value of a local food system (San Juan County Voluntary Stewardship Program, 2018) .
The work group recognized that many factors that contribute to agricultural viability are beyond local control, particularly climate and global events. As a result, progress toward the agricultural viability goals will be monitored every two years through a survey of producers. Unlike performance metrics associated with critical areas of protection, measures for agricultural viability are not tied to measurable benchmarks. Progress toward attaining agricultural viability goals and strategies will not be used to determine success or failure of VSP but rather to inform future adaptive management strategies.
The third challenge was drawing boundaries around the scope of the study. The work group had a clear geographic boundary, SJC, which helped with secondary data collection, but struggled with the "level of analysis" (Thilmany McFadden, 2016) . Some work group participants wanted to include operations that do not sell their products, such as personal or hobby farms, while others wanted to only include producers engaged in market transactions. The work group decided that its assessment of agricultural viability needed to encompass all forms of agriculture, including family and community food systems that are not part of the marketplace.
The Toolkit was a crucial resource for the work group in the early planning stages of the process. The Toolkit would also prove useful in the data-collection process. After making these decisions, the next step in the VSP process was collecting data to assess progress toward agricultural viability goals.
Using Secondary and Primary Data Sources
The Toolkit provides resources to help community groups identify and access available secondary data sets, evaluate key strengths and drawbacks of datasets, decide when primary data is necessary, and what to do once the decision is made to collect primary data. During the 2017 Toolkit Training, much of the discussion focused on the pros and cons of primary versus secondary data collection. The training facilitators, Dr. Becca Jablonski from Colorado State University and Samantha Schaffstall from the USDA, noted that community groups often jump to surveying producers. They suggested using available secondary data first and then developing primary data collection tools to most effectively fill those gaps. The workshop facilitators recognized that federal government data is not readily available and many community members performing assessments do not feel comfortable or do not know the best way to use the data to tell their story. After reviewing existing secondary data sources during the Toolkit training, including the USDA's Agricultural Census, the Local Food Survey, the Dollar Bill series, Food Consumption Intakes, and Consumer Food Expenditure, some participants still had concerns about the accuracy of the data. The training facilitators reviewed the methodology and sampling approach of the secondary datasets and encouraged participants to review the resources. In the final work plan, the work group used USDA Census data to help establish a baseline against which to measure agricultural viability. In addition to the secondary data, the work group felt they needed the primary data provided by a survey.
As noted in the previous section, the VSP Work Group broke down agricultural viability into five subgoals: (1) economic prosperity, (2) farm retention and expansion, (3) farm stewardship and sustainability, (4) supportive regulatory environment, and (5) agricultural ethic. VSP Work Group members, SJICD staff, and the SJC ARC, in consultation with WSU Social and Economic Science Research Center and Dr. Mike Brady, WSU economist and survey specialist, created a survey using the subgoals. The survey was sent to established farms. Respondents were able to complete either a paper survey or web-based survey. The SJICD received 71 completed or partially completed responses from a list of 249 producers, for a response rate of 29%. The survey had 24 questions and collected information about number of acres leased or owned, market channels, lost sales, challenges to farming, future plans for farming, barriers to expansion, gross sales, net profit, and owner equity (ratio of debt to assets).
According to the survey results, the ability of local producers to find affordable, skilled labor is one of the greatest challenges farmers face in San Juan County. The survey found that the average age of respondents was 63 years old, which reflects an aging population of farmers and raises a potential concern for farm transitions. Farmers reported the total number of acres that they farmed in 2014, 2015, and 2016, revealing a 10% increase between 2014 and 2015. It should be noted that this is the total acreage from a subset of farmers in the county (71 respondents) and does not reflect total agricultural activity in San Juan County. Farming in San Juan County tends to be done on a relatively small scale. For example, the 2012 Census of Agriculture states that the median size of farms in San Juan County is 26 acres (11 ha), with an average size of 57 acres (23 ha). Statewide the median farm size is 24 acres (10 ha), with an average size of 396 acres (160 ha). The market value of agricultural products sold in San Juan County was US$15,492 on average per farm, according to the 2012 Census of Agriculture, while statewide the average per farm was US$244,859.
The SJICD will conduct the survey and collect data every two years, with guidance and input from the work group and stakeholders. Unlike the measures to assess the protection of critical areas, the measures for agricultural viability are not tied to measurable benchmarks. As a result, data collected through the survey regarding agricultural viability will not be used to determine the success or failure of the VSP, but rather to inform ongoing and future management activities. After survey implementation, the work group will determine if the agricultural viability goals are being met. If they are not, the work group will develop management processes with the intent to increase agricultural viability, and the findings will be shared with the broader agricultural community.
Conclusion
Defining and measuring farm viability is largely dependent on the goals of and resources available to the community, but the USDA Toolkit is a valuable resource that can help to coordinate these efforts. As one participant summed it up, "the VSP process was kind of crazy. When I feel lost along the way, I would check in with the Toolkit. It became sort of like a mentor." Instead of needing to create a whole new process from scratch, the Toolkit provided a roadmap. While SJC is unique geographically, many of the challenges the VSP Work Group confronted while creating the work plan are familiar to those working with multiple organizations to find common ground. Key to the success of this project and others like it is assuring that participants know that the project can have important implications for individual organizations and the entire community. It is also important to recognize the flexibility of the tool and that work group participants could be working on more than one module simultaneously.
Participants saw the VSP Work Group as a unique opportunity to increase the visibility of their local work at the state level. Further, as Koliba et al. (2017) found, this type of multiorganization collaboration gives participants the opportunity to strengthen their networks, allowing for improved information-sharing and for strengthening partnerships with organizations from a broad spectrum of fields, from economic development to tribal advocacy. Work group participants also felt that findings from the process could be valuable to ongoing work within their own organizations and could result in enhanced resource investment. The Agricultural Guild, for example, plans to use the findings from the viability survey for future grant proposals and as an evaluation tool.
At the same time, however, the Toolkit is not without its challenges. Some work group members were hesitant to use the Toolkit because it was intimidating and dense. The economic language can be difficult to grasp, and many felt that despite the Toolkit authors' attempts to utilize laypeople terms throughout, the document still was not very accessible. It was not until the in-person training that many of the work group participants saw the potential of the Toolkit. During the training, people had an opportunity to engage with the Toolkit and to ask questions. Considering how to create opportunities for communities to use the Toolkit that are not as costly will be important for the successful utilization of the Toolkit. There were also suggestions for changes in language and structure that might make the Toolkit more accessible, such as a more flexible organization of the modules. This type of change would recognize that sometimes communities will be moving forward on multiple modules simultaneously, but it is unclear how a change such as this could be reflected in the resource. Moving forward with the project, it will be important for the VSP Work Group to return to the Toolkit, recognizing the iterative nature of these types of projects.
Each of the organizations with representation on the work group share a common goal of creating a more robust food system. Supporting the economic viability of farms is central to that goal. Understanding how farmers are currently faring economically is a crucial step toward evaluating the impact of current efforts in the county and the development of future planning. The agricultural viability assessment study provides a benchmark and showed work group members the limitation of existing data and the difficulty of implementing a successful survey. The USDA AMS Toolkit played an integral role in supporting the VSP Work Group's efforts to create a meaningful definition for agricultural viability and to develop an assessment tool.
